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REZENSIONEN

Perry Anderson: The Indian Ideology 
London and New York: Verso, 2013. 192 S., 
7,79 GBP 
The foreword of this slim volume sounds 
refreshing: it wants to question the Indian 
Ideology, i. e. the ideology of India as a state 
and a nation, and in the process demolish a 
number of myths about the Indian Freedom 
struggle and independent India. Unfortunate-
ly, none of the three chapters (Independence, 
Partition, Republic) live up to this promise. 
Instead the author reiterates well-known 
facts and processes from the freedom strug-
gle until today, albeit judging these with a 
very jaundiced eye. Yet, Gandhi, Nehru, and 
the whole process of what has come to be 
called the “transfer of power” have been 
evaluated and critiqued more competently by 
a number of authors before him. The pro-
ceeds form a Neo-Marxist/Gramscian 
theoretical framework, which makes the 
frequent relapses into colonial speak quite 
galling (p. 145: pre-Aryan population in-
deed!). Instead of holding to a “proper” 
Marxist idea of religion as something to be 
avoided in politics, he claims on the one 
hand — with some justification — that the 
idea of India was founded on religion, which 
he thinks was bad, but on the other concedes 
the Muslims special rights on the very basis 
of their religion: two into one won’t go. 
While postulating that the idea and reality of 
one India with a common culture had never 
existed throughout history until the British 
brought it about, he emphasises the immense 
force this idea acquired during the freedom 
struggle and thereafter. He overlooks the 
times in history when India was indeed 
politically united, e. g. under Asoka, Akbar, 
Aurangzeb, etc. He then goes on to deplore 
both the fact and the process of partition that 
sundered Indian unity. If in fact his state-
ment of India never having been one was 

true, he should rejoice about the place 
dissolving again into its constituent units. 
These are only some of the major discrepan-
cies in the volume, and they continue into 
the details. Each chapter aims at demolishing 
one towering figure of India at a time: 
Gandhi, Nehru, and finally Congress. All of 
them, or so the author claims, damaged 
India, halted or impeded political processes 
leading to unity and freedom, and at least 
two of them were individually questionable 
personages. 
The criticism is incisive and not quite 
misplaced. But it has been expressed before, 
e. g. by Dietmar Rothermund in his biog-
raphy of Gandhi. To harp on Gandhi’s 
inconsistencies, his strange foibles and his 
eclectic religiosity is not strikingly original, 
nor is the condemnation of his catastrophic 
support for the Khilafat movement. What 
grates on the reader is the author’s intention 
to prove that Gandhi either was not serious 
in his objectives or failed abysmally. That he 
for the first time created a mass organisation 
in Congress that really talked to Indians in 
the last corner of the vast subcontinent and 
made them feel that they had agency, is 
given short shrift as basically coincidental. 
However, India became one with these 
activities by Gandhi, and it did so because he 
did not force uniformity on the masses. In 
short, for the author, Gandhi bungled the 
freedom struggle and cemented social 
differences and hierarchies. 
Repeatedly, Congress is reproached for 
being a majority Hindu organisation, though 
perceiving itself as secular. Well, what else 
should it be in a country where the over-
whelming majority of the population was 
indeed Hindu of one description or other? 
That fewer Muslims were members especial-
ly after the British launched the Muslims 
league is not to be wondered at. In the 



Rezensionen 161 

second chapter he holds up Subhas Chandra 
Bose as a shining opposite to Nehru, whom 
he portrays as spineless, vainglorious and 
given to tantrums. This reviewer shares the 
author’s admiration for Bose, especially for 
what he achieved for the downtrodden 
Tamils in Southeast Asia, but she doubts 
whether he would have been able to prevent 
partition or make modern India look differ-
ently had he managed to march into India 
and achieved military success (a very unlike-
ly proposition), and lived. 
Was partition avoidable or not? The author 
does not commit himself except for laying 
blame on Nehru and the Congress and 
attributing to Britain a wish to retain India 
united. But he rarely provides any evidence 
for his statements, apart from citing second-
ary sources by authors sympathetic to 
Pakistan or Muslim authors about whom he 
thinks it necessary to emphasise that they are 
Swedish, not Pakistani citizens. The contra-
diction here is glaring: he sympathises with 
the Muslims and thus with Pakistan, but 
calls partition a tragedy. Has he ever consid-
ered that the Pakistanis consider partition a 
great achievement and a matter of pride, and 
that the tragedy rather was the secession of 
Bangladesh from an anyway “motheaten and 
truncated” Pakistan? The author seems to 
recommend a sort of consociation for inde-
pendent India, which is an interesting 
thought. But then, the same occurred to 
Gandhi and Rajagopalachari before the latter 
advocated a clean break. But consociation is 
primarily an arrangement by the elites, and 
although it has sometimes worked astonish-
ingly well, as in Southern Tyrol, it needs 
detailed bureaucratic and administrative 
regulations which might have been too 
demanding for a country the size of India. 
In the third chapter, independent India is 
given similarly short shrift. That it has 
remained united and democratic, and even 
achieved economic growth is deemed not as 
exceptional as is often proclaimed, for which 
Malaysia and Sri Lanka are cited as exam-
ples. We all know the democratic credentials 

of Sri Lanka, and Malaysia is rapidly sliding 
into a radical Islamic state with little regard 
for minorities. Generally, neighbouring 
countries are portrayed much more favoura-
bly than India. Northeast India certainly is a 
mess, but whether Bhutan of all places fares 
that much better may be doubted. 
The success of Indian democracy the author 
puts down to farreaching political rights 
where the poor vote in far greater numbers 
than the rich, and to the denial of social 
rights, in fact, to the fossilisation of social 
hierarchies in the shape of caste: the caste-
iron democracy. 
Now this is an interesting proposition, but it 
would have been more convincing if the 
author had given us a more nuanced defini-
tion of caste. To term it simply, a social 
hierarchy determined by birth and not to be 
overcome quite considerably distorts what 
caste is about. We could say the same of 
liberal democracies that conferred political 
rights for the sake of keeping classes in their 
places. Except it did not work quite like that 
for classes, and it did not for caste either. 
Whether caste preferences have worked or 
not (it seems they have, because the author 
advocates them for Muslims as well), strug-
gles against caste hierarchies and for social 
mobility have gone on in India for centuries. 
And they go on to this day, for which 
Ambedkar, whom the author portrays as a 
highly moral, upright, but in the end tragical 
figure, is the best testimony. 
The author further doubts the secular creden-
tials of Congress and the state, but a) omits 
to give a proper definition of secularism in 
the first place and b) overlooks that there are 
very different forms of secularism even in 
the liberal democracies of the West. Besides, 
while he accuses India of being insufficient-
ly secular, he seems to have no qualms in 
stating Kashmir’s right to join Pakistan 
precisely on the basis of religion. 
A secular “hero” like E. V. Ramasamy 
Naicker (Periyar), whom he praises so 
highly, is mentioned only briefly. He would 
have been an interesting figure to show how 
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caste struggle worked, furthered both by 
Congress members and their opposite 
numbers. And while the merits of Rama-
samy for giving lower castes in Tamilnadu 
self-confidence are uncontested, we should 
not forget that he was a macho of the first 
order, at the end of his life marrying a 
woman half his age and making over the 
party treasury to her. 
The author’s shining “Other” is China, 
whether it is the treatment of the peripheral 
minorities (e. g. Tibet is more accessible than 
the oppressed Northeast of India: yes, 
because the Han Chinese have achieved 
absolute dominance), its economic success 
(based exclusively on neo-liberal principles) 
or the equality of the population. That 35 
million people died during the Great Leap 
Forward is mentioned nowhere, though it 
puts in the shade all the people killed in 
India through famine, anti-terror measures, 
and secessionist struggles. Whether the state 
of health care in China is much better than in 
India (p. 163) may be questioned. 
The only institutions the author respects in 
this India are the academic community and 
the Supreme Court, but again with qualifica-
tions: the former never question the unity of 
India and its merits. Well why should they? 
Does the author question the unity of the 
USA? That unity was brought about and 
maintained by recognition and identity 
politics rather than economic redistribution, 
is deplorable but not unique, and it has been 
criticised, as the author himself emphasises, 
by such great scholars as André Béteille and 
Jean Drèze. 
The volume fails to deliver. The discrepan-
cies of the argument are glaring, and the 
evidence for some sharp theses is extremely 
thin. It is a pity that the author could not 
fashion something more convincing from his 
undoubted knowledge. 

Dagmar Hellmann 

Nikhil Govind: Between Love and 
Freedom. The Revolutionary in the 
Hindi Novel 
London/New York/New Delhi: Routledge, 
2014. 180 S., 36,99 GBP 
Die Erinnerung an den indischen Freiheits-
kampf ist von heroischen Gesten wie Gand-
his Salzmarsch 1930 oder Bhagat Singhs 
Attentate geprägt. Im Schatten dieser „Gro-
ßereignisse“ stehen jedoch viele nachdenkli-
che, zwiespältige Momente, in denen sich 
nicht nur das Ideal nationaler Aufopferungs-
bereitschaft, sondern auch Ideen von persön-
licher Selbstverwirklichung und Rebellion 
gegen sexuelle Normen herauskristallisiert 
haben. 
Solche moralischen Zwischenräume und 
persönlichen Krisen revolutionären Han-
delns, Denkens und Fühlens sind es, die der 
indische Literaturwissenschaftler und Ideen-
historiker Nikhil Govind in Hindi-Romanen 
der 1930er bis 1950er Jahre entdeckt. Go-
vind erforscht anhand der Figur des Revolu-
tionärs in den Werken von Jainendra Kumar, 
Agyeya und Yashpal, in welchem Konnex 
politisches und privates (Auf)Begehren, 
Familie und Individualismus, Heim und 
Mutterland in der Spätphase des anti-
kolonialen Widerstands – und über die 
Schwelle der Unabhängigkeit 1947 hinaus – 
standen. Die Gefängniszelle und der Roman, 
insbesondere die Ich-Erzählperspektive, sind 
der Ort und das Genre, in dem abwechselnd 
introspektiv und extrospektiv der Konflikt 
zwischen individuellen und gemeinschaftli-
chen Interessen thematisiert wird. Der Autor 
hebt dabei die Bedeutung der Hindi-Literatur 
als intellektuelles Medium hervor, in dem 
philosophische, politische und subjektive 
Überlegungen fließend ineinander übergin-
gen. 
Im ersten Kapitel führt der Autor die Ur-
sprünge des revolutionären Ethos auf die 
frühen bengalischen Romane von Bankim-
chandra Chatterjee, Rabindranath Tagore 
und Saratchandra Chatterjee zurück, aus 
denen Reformer und Freiheitskämpfer 
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